Abstract. Course planning is an important faculty role requiring expertise and effective decision-making. Despite the centrality of planning activities in the teaching-learning process, relatively little research has explored the process by which instructors in higher education plan their classes. Thus, the author and colleagues pursued a three-year series of studies of college instructors in the US who were teaching introductory classes. The study explored faculty members' underlying assumptions about planning and their decision-making processes. This chapter summarizes these empirical studies that inform us about the general and disciplinespecific purposes faculty express for their classes, the contextual influences that modify their intentions, and the way they arrange discipline content for teaching. A key finding was that differences in course planning reflect varied assumptions about students and about their discipline that faculty in different fields bring to the planning process and which strongly influence them.
Introduction
Courses are academic plans purposefully constructed to facilitate student learning.
1 Course planning is an important faculty role requiring expertise and effective decision making. Yet most attempts to improve teaching and learning in colleges have focused on the teacher's role as 'classroom actor' rather than as 'academic planner.' In an extensive review of the existing literature in 1986 my colleagues and I found several studies of teacher planning and thinking in lower education, but only one study of college teachers' course planning (Andresen et al., 1985; Powell & Shanker, 1982) . Since little was known about the assumptions on which teachers base course planning, my colleagues and I conducted a national study of introductory course planning in the United States to fill this gap. We felt that the results would be important to college officials as they try to support excellence in teaching, learning, and curriculum planning. Certainly the way that content is selected, arranged, and communicated to students affects student learning. Our study was designed to increase knowledge about how and why college teachers make these course decisions.
We have found that teachers' beliefs strongly influence the way they enact their professional roles. Teachers' disciplinary socialization and their current beliefs about the fields they teach influence how they plan courses as well as how they teach them. To a lesser extent, the context in which teachers work shapes how the courses are planned and taught. These findings help us understand that instructional design is not only a science but a creative act linked to teacher thinking that must be examined contextually. Thus, course planning is not amenable to a single formula or prescription. Understanding that these differences based on beliefs are both pervasive and permissible can, however, lead college and university teachers to examine their own assumptions, to consider alternatives to their usual practices, and to be more self-reflective about their own professional practice. Consequently, while our study focused on the process of course planning, rather than a specific aspect of teacher thinking or a particular belief, it adds to the considerable accumulation of knowledge about the impact of teacher beliefs.
Study questions
We asked: − What goals do teachers have for their introductory courses? − What influences teachers as they plan their courses? − How strong are the various influences? − Do course planning influences and processes differ for teachers teaching various subjects and in various types of colleges? − How adequately do teachers communicate their plans to students?
We defined curriculum as an academic plan which can be devised for the course, program, or college level. 3 We further defined course planning as the decision-making process in which teachers select content to be taught, consider various factors affecting the teaching and learning process, and choose from among alternative strategies for engaging students with the content. We were especially concerned with planning decisions that teachers make before the first meeting of the course.
Our work was initially guided by the writings of others from whom we adapted ideas as needed to be relevant to college teaching. Most prominently, these included various conceptions of curriculum purposes (Eisner & Vallance, 1974; Dressel & Marcus, 1982) , characteristics of the disciplines (Phenix, 1964 , Dressel & Marcus, 1982 , sequencing of subject content (Posner & Strike, 1976; Posner & Rudnitsky, 1982) , and general views of the course design process (Toombs, 1977 (Toombs, -1978 .
